
has declined. Customers have noticed the results of various  

cost-cutting measures to preserve retail margins that the 

apparel industry has implemented, including changes in 

fabric weights and finishes, elimination of construction 

Retailers and brands have unprecedented access to  

direct feedback about the experiences customers have with 

their apparel purchases. Research reveals that unfavorable 

consumer opinions about clothing purchases could be 

detrimental to the reputations of retailers and brands and 

that customer satisfaction has been negatively impacted by 

textile changes in clothing. Consumers report that apparel 

fabrics are thinner (63%), clothing does not last as long as 

it once did (59%), and clothing typically made with cotton 

is now made with other fibers (55%). In an increasingly 

transparent market environment, such negative customer 

experiences could make sustaining competitiveness more 

difficult for the global apparel industry.

Studying customer reviews of clothing is a convenient 

method to discover clues about what clothing will remain 

on store racks and what clothing shoppers will purchase. 

While developing an understanding of customer needs and 

preferences is possible by reading customer reviews, a more 

robust analysis of this type of consumer feedback tends to 

expose key trends that could remain undetected. 

Cotton Incorporated’s Customer Comments 

Research™, an analysis of more than 260,000 

reviews of over 30,000 apparel and home 

textiles products, provides leading market 

intelligence to help manufacturers and 

retailers prevent consumer dissatisfaction 

and maximize customer loyalty. 

CLOTHING CUTBACKS
Over the past decade, consumer shopping  

preferences have shifted. Consumer interest in clothes  

shopping declined to 30% in 2013 (down from 38% in 2003), 

while preferences for shopping for items such as electronics 

and food increased. Declining interest in clothes shopping may 

be connected to reports from more than 2 out of 3 consumers 

(72%) that clothing prices have increased, at the same time 

that 52% say that the overall quality of apparel offerings 

Key INSIGHTS
•	 Notable	changes	in	consumer	shopping	preferences	signal		

the	necessity	of	optimizing	the	quality	of	clothing	at	retail.		

•	 Consumer	dissatisfaction	with	clothing	can	impact	future	
apparel	purchasing	decisions.

•	 Consumers	are	bothered	by	reductions	of	cotton	in	clothing	and	
indicate	a	willingness	to	pay	more	for	cotton.

•	 Clothing	made	with	synthetics	have	more	major	performance	
issues	than	apparel	made	with	natural	fibers,	like	cotton.

HOW INFLUeNTIAL ARe CUSTOMeR ReVIeWS  
OF CLOTHING ITeMS?

CUSTOMeR ReVIeW: WOMeN’S NON-DeNIM PANTS 
FIBeR CONTeNT: 95% Polyester, 5% Spandex, PRICe: $34.99		

“I bought these to wear around the office and when they arrived 
there was a weird X marking on the back in what looked like 
chalk, they were saggy despite being a size small, and the fabric 
is just terribly uncomfortable. They’re basically 100% grandma 
polyester. I recommend paying the extra $10 for the cotton 
trousers.” 

~Specialty Store Customer, posted online December 2012

Say that they are likely to refrain 
from purchasing a clothing item 
with negative reviews

65%

Say that clothing reviews are 
influential in their decisions to 
purchase clothing

71%
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elements such as pockets and detailing, and the substitution 

of other fibers for cotton. More than half of U.S. consumers 

(53%) say they are bothered by declines of cotton content 

in their apparel purchases. 

Because customer satisfaction can affect retail sales, 

acquiring consumer feedback is essential. Direct feedback 

in the form of customer reviews can be used to help resolve 

issues and reveal ways to boost consumer preferences for 

buying apparel. Reviews can also influence other customers. 

More than 8 out of 10 consumers state they would likely not 

buy a piece of apparel if multiple reviews say the item fell 

apart within a few wearings, and more than 7 out of 10 report 

that they would not purchase clothing if reviews claimed an 

item held odor, pilled, or shrank after laundering.  

CONSUMeR ISSUeS WITH APPAReL
Analysis of customer reviews collected from clothing sold by 

25 major retailers, and that included 2400 different brands, 

revealed that size and fit problems are the most reported 

customer issues, with shrinking, wrinkling, pilling, fading, 

stretching, snagging, itching, and odor as the top textile 

performance concerns. Although problems like shrinking 

and fading can affect garments of all fiber types, customer 

reviews indicate that synthetic clothing tends to have more 

major performance issues than apparel made with natural 

fibers like cotton. For example, some synthetic clothing has 

a higher likelihood to have odor and snagging issues. Other 

problems experienced with 100% synthetic clothing include 

pilling, itching, and wear and tear. 

Consumers have experience with managing the issues 

most cited in customer reviews about cotton clothing. 

Shoppers can buy pre-shrunk cotton apparel and can make 

certain laundering choices (e.g., cold water washing) to 

address issues such as shrinking and fading. The fact that 

more than 8 out of 10 consumers prefer cotton-rich apparel 

and that 50% say they are willing to pay higher prices to 

keep cotton in their clothing validates cotton’s ability to 

meet consumers’ quality expectations. Shoppers indicate a 

willingness to pay 20% to 30% more to keep cotton in their 

clothing. Although reductions in cotton content may have 

provided short-term cost-savings, long-term challenges such 

as potential customer loss, decreased profits, and harm to a 

retailer or brand’s image could occur. 

ReSTORING CUSTOMeR SATISFACTION
Strengthening quality control practices in textiles processing 

and manufacturing can prevent many of the problems that 

customers have experienced with clothing at retail. Using 

customer feedback to identify clothing issues that cause 

dissatisfaction could also help improve quality control 

practices and bolster sales. Consulting technical specialists 

at Cotton Incorporated can provide knowledge and expertise 

in solving or minimizing issues related to cotton clothing to 

help maximize customer satisfaction and retention. For more 

insight and recommendations based on consumer feedback 

on U.S. apparel products, visit www.cottonornothing.com.

About the Research

Cotton	 Incorporated	 Lifestyle Monitor™	 survey	 is	 a	 monthly	
online	research	study	that	gauges	the	attitudes	and	behaviors	of	
U.S.	 consumers	 regarding	 clothing,	 appearance,	 fashion,	 home	
furnishings,	fiber	selection,	and	other	topics.	

Cotton	 Incorporated’s	 Customer Comments Research™	 includes	
analysis	 of	 over	 260,000	 customer	 reviews,	 posted	 from	 2010	 to	
2013,	on	over	30,000	U.S.	apparel	and	home	textiles	products.

eXPLORe MORe CONSUMeR ReACTIONS ONLINe
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CONSUMeRS ARe WILLING TO PAy MORe
FOR THe QUALITy OF COTTON CLOTHING

Average price paid for item Additional amount that consumers 
say they are willing to pay for cotton

CUSTOMeR ReVIeW: MeN’S NON-DeNIM PANTS
FIBeR CONTeNT: Cotton/Polyester, PRICe: $34.99

“When I purchased these I mistakenly assumed they were 100% 
cotton. They are in fact a blend of polyester and cotton, so be aware. 
The color was not what I expected either, it appeared gray online but 
was actually green. Bottom line, I returned them and recommend 
that you stick with the 100% cotton khakis!”

 ~Chain Store Customer, posted September 2012
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